"Silence," Kierkegaard has written, "is the snare of the demon, and the more one keeps silent, the more terrifying the demon becomes; but silence is also the mutual understanding between the Deity and the individual." Samuel Johnson recognized this paradox. Often trapped in silence by the demon of his fears, he was during dark, introspective moments in his closest communion with the deicy. His need for intimate social exchange is summed up thus: "To have no assistance from other minds, in resolving doubts, in appeasing scruples, in balancing deliberations, is a very wretched destitution."! Yet this gregarious man experienced crises when, unable to confide in anyone, he surrendered himself spiritually and strove for relief in the composition of prayers. The intensicy of his private fears was magnified on solemn occasions, most notably Easter, New Year's Day, and his birthdays. With the advent of these anniversaries, he was troubled by the urgency of his religious obligations. A recurrent awe of judgment and resurrection, of the duties he must fulfil in the period from one new year to the next or from one birthday to the next, filled him with fear and trembling. It was at such times, therefore, that he sought most directly for divine intervention.
in his need for egoistic release about most matters. Johnson found Mrs. Thrale to be an unusually sympathetic listener. But about his birthdays he would not speak. Thus. he arrived with the Thrales in France on September 17. 1775. one day before his sixty-sixth birthday. During a sleepless night he composed a self-searching prayer. but there is no indication that he confided his fears to Mrs. Thrale. Similarly. on an earlier trip to Kent. which also coincided with his birthday. he experienced characteristic distress. Yet of this Mrs. Thrale was aware only because she had stumbled upon his written meditation'
Johnson's silence about some things may be attributed to what Jung has called "a secret fear of the unknown 'perils of the soul ... ·' Affiicted by an overwhelming, morbid imagination which warned him constantly of the insecurity of his hopes for eternal salvation, he had "a secret fear" no less than that of damnation. Magnified by awe of a supreme being which subsumed his finite existence as well as his hoped-for grace, Johnson's dread for his soul was in direct proportion to his fear of God. And it was a fear contingent upon the assumption that his obedience to divine mandate was ever inadequate or imperfect. This feeling of unworthiness, one associated with his "religion of fear,'" constantly tormented him. For Johnson the pressures of guilt and sin-and the judgment to which death would bring him-were fearful truths transcending human associations and thus beyond verbal articulation. His personality was in effect, as William James has described the religious phenomenon, a heterogeneous one. His was a divided self, an external part of it occupied by social obligations, and an introspective part sickened by "melancholy in the form of self-condemnation and sense of sin." 9 Since most of his profound secrets were buried in his religious life, Johnson would confide if at all only in his prayers. They were an aspect of him which became widely known only after his death, upon publication of the prayers by the Reverend George Strahan in 1785. But even these private devotions are formalized acknowledgments of fear and suffering and guilt. When he particularized certain of his sins, such as idleness and waste of time. he announced or confessed a condition but rarely exposed fundamental cause or essence. In communicating with the divine source to which he subordinated himself, it must be assumed, he had at least subconsciously in mind the precise sins to which he alluded. The formal prayer. since this was not public confession, allows generalized statement, and the thought is more significant than the word. As one "afraid of things that seem to be overpowering," Johnson made his private confessions general, shielding himself from his pain by withholding the finite descriptions of his errors. His was a characteristic hesitation "to give a complete account of all the circumstances and complications which originally led him into a morbid condition. "10 He could not escape from these thoughts, to be sure, but he guarded them as best he could in his prayers.
Not only the expression of simple piety, but the temporary resolntion of an emotional dilemma as well, the birthday prayers afford insight into Johnson's hidden feelings and his powers of self-restoration. They were a means for overcoming an immediate crisis, bnt also for gathering strength, for fortifying himself as he faced the days ahead. Physical solitude imposed on him a sense of religious awe, making death seem more imminent than ever. Believing "the whole of life is but keeping away the thoughts of it," Johnson "never had a moment in which death was not terrible to him." Believing further that his hopes for salvation lay in a life of virtue and fulfilment, he could not help being oppressed by the anxieties of guilt and wasted hours. Through private confession he sought the expiation which might bring calmness of mind; prayer became a positive resistance to irrational fears and in a very real sense preparation for death. In Johnson's attitude there is a perhaps conscious reverberation of William Law's warning, " that your mind may be possessed with such a sense of [death's] nearness, that you may have it always in your thoughts, do everything as in sight of it, and make every day a day of preparation for it." Despite his terrors of the unknown, he could not let himself be unnerved by despair. "I will be conquered," he said, "I will not capitulate." That he would be conquered by an overpowering force he accepted as the inevitable conclusion to his mortal state. He wonld be vanquished without relaxing his feeling of submission to that force. Capitulation, however, was alien to his will, for it was an unworthy surrender based upon stipulations or terms which he had no freedom to demand. Capitulation, as described in the Dictionary (in Matthew Hale's words), " was not a complete conquest," and only by total, uncompromising surrender-by "real nakedness of the soul," to borrow Screwtape's phrase-could Johnson affIrm his obligation to an omnipotent deityH Torn by a "constitutional melancholy" which made a birthday or a religious event the occasion for depressing contemplation rather than for celebration, Johnson resorted to prayer instinctively for both mitiga-tion and action. Urgently aware of his need to keep fear under control, he maintained that "to have the management of the mind is a great art, and it may be attained in a considerable degree by experience and habitual exercise," During this same conversation, on the subject of "constitutional melancholy, " Johnson denied the ultimate possibility of burying uupleasant thoughts within one's own mind. Moderate emotional disturbance in the night, for instance, might be alleviated if not forgotten by positive, rational action such as reading, a course which he frequently followed. But severe disquiet required a more drastic outlet such as the composition of a prayer. Johnson's compulsive need for total awareness, for the preservation of his rational powers, is implicit in his nocturnal prayers, particularly those made up for his birthdays.12 Here, then, w e see a combining of moral responsibility, which acknowledges man's submission to divine power, and psychological expedience, which makes a fearful realization bearable.
In the Dictionary Johnson defines prayer as "submissive entreaty" and supplication. It arises out of a private religious condition like that described by James (p. 3 I) as " the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine." Johnson's concept of prayer, further, depended upon a form of humility in which he subordinated his personality and will to a benevolent but demanding, all-powerful force. Repentance trembles "in the presence of the judge," he said, and "supplication to God can only cry for mercy." Every conscious moment of his life he indentified with this hope for redemption. Even as he believed "there must, in every society, be some power or other, from which there is no appeal," so he depended upon an absolute source of judgment in spiritual matters. Committed to a hierarchical principle, Johnson reasoned that his inner condition was determined by a transcendent order. Whether sanctification would be withheld or granted depended upon acquiescence to what he understood as divine will. The fundamental truth of Johnson's authoritarian religious belief was obedient surrender to the deity. Regarding himself inferior and imperfect before supernal omnipotence, Johnson relied for grace upon submissive yielding.
As he wrote in the concluding lines of Th e Vanity oj Human Wishes:
Pour forth thy fervou rs for a healthful mind, Obedient passions and a will resign'd.
To balk at total surrender or to disobey would have been to commit a cardinal sin. Through submission in his prayers he diminished his " feeling of loneliness and limitation." And while he lost " his independence and integrity as an individual," he acquired the sense "of being protected by an awe-inspiring power," becoming by his voluntary act of submission a part of that power. 13 Johnson's broad religious views were orthodox and conventional. A firm adherent of the doctrines of the Church of England, he stated his prayers-and especially his birthday prayers-in forms and terminology closely identifiable with those of Th e Book of Common Prayer. The mingled tones of humble submissiveness, fearful confession and entreaty, and love, which echo throughout the services of the Church of England, are likewise the tones of Johnson's private worship. He accommodated his individual devotions to the necessarily general tenor of prayers designed for an entire congregation." Within the formulas of The Book of Common Prayer, thus, he reveals at least the outlines of his own religious fears and desires, and he appears as a humble supplicant begging redemption and guidance from omnipotent authority.
Among the hundred or so prayers which he recorded, almost a score were for birthdays. The first, for 1736, was a general prayer, · but the second, for 1738 when he was only 29, contains a fearful admission of time "spent in Sloth, Vanity, and Wickedness." Thereafter in prayers composed for his own anniversaries or for Easter, New Year's Day and the like, Johnson frequently alluded to the personal sin of misspent time: "Days spent in idleness and folly" ... "time misspent in sinfulness and negligence" . . . "waste of time." Thoughts of slothfulness, even on secular occasions, invariably called up religious associations. In the Dictionary, for example, he illustrated the words sloth or slothfulness with quotations from Shakespeare, Milton, Thomson, and L'Estrange, but he paired them with quotations from Proverbs (18. 9; 19. IS; 21. IS) and Hooker. The sins of indulgence and scruples appear to prey most consistently upon Johnson's mind as specific instances of his religious failure, and are the most poignant evidences of an individual conscience preparing for judgment and hoping for redemption. Other confessions of guilt occur in phrases and ideas, however, which have more general application: " manifold sins and negligences" .. . "sins, negligences, and ignorances" ... fear for "the death of a sinner" . .. intemperate appetites ... late rising ... inadequate use of his talents to assist his fellow men ... harbouring evil and sensual thoughts. "
In many respects his fears of short-comings are those shared by the community in general. Only recently, for example, Joyce Cary had one of his characters, in To be a Pilgrim, reflect that a Protestant education "throws upon everyone the responsibility for the whole world's sins, and it doesn't provide any escape-not even a confession box." Similarly, Johnson's sense of guilt is not exclusively individual but is one ingrained at least in part by the Protestant tradition, which involves each person ill the guilt of mankind. Thus, he subscribed to the doctrine of original sin, drawing to himself responsibility for man's universal guilt. Ironically, feeling so spiritually weak that at times his own sins appeared unbearable, Johnson considered his atonements to be on behalf of his fellow men as well as himself He believed, therefore, in a concomitant doctrine of vicarious punishment whereby each man becomes culpable, even though his offense is not direct or immediate. In identifying himself with a universal guilt, Johnson consciously placed his hopes for redemption in a modified form of sacrifice. He felt certain that God before revealing His merciful nature would be appeased only by "universal sacrifice and perpetual propitiation." A few months before his death he asserted the rightness of individual punishment, and "as I cannot be sure that I have fulfilled the conditions on which salvation is granted, I am afraid I may be one of those who shall be damned." Nor could any man, he persisted in believing, be sure that God has accepted him. The Protestant, according to Jung, "has to digest his sins by himself; and ... he is none too sure of divine grace." Illustrative of this notion was Johnson's reliance upon repentance as a means of calming his conscience. 's Ever fearful that he would be found wanting in his striving for eternal grace, Johnson summed up the uncertainty of his future hopes (Rambler, no. IIO):
He that reviews his life in order to determine the probability of his acceptance with God. ifhe could once establish the necessary proportion between crimes and sufferings. might securely rest upon his performance of expiation; but while safety remains the reward onI y of mental purity. he is afraid lest he should decide too soon in his own favour; lest he should not have felt the pangs of true contrition; lest he should mistake satiety for detestation, or imagine that his passions are subdued when they arc only sleeping.
In the customary, periodic reviews of his life, thinking of his unfulfilled obligations to the deity, Johnson became terrified that his soul was imperilled.
Much speculation has been devoted to the question of whether Johnson's guilt complex originated in some tangible, physical transgression. This consideration has revolved around the possibility that he had indulged in illicit sexual relations during his early London years." The evidence, though the possibility need not be ruled out, is cloudy and the sin even if committed could not reasonably account for the prolonged intensity of his despair. In seeking further causes of his disturbance, one may profitably turn to the birthday prayers, where the clue appears to lie in recurrent allusions to wasted time. But idle hours and days must not be construed as mere physical laziness, nor as time which Johnson could squander as he chose. Rather it was time allotted him by God for the performance of tasks through the application of abilities which had been entrusted to him. In short, Johnson felt himself to be the steward of God-given talents, and any real or imagined failure to fulfil those talents he regarded as the commission of a sin. Negligence of duty or obligation, he wrote (Rambler, no. 20I) , is "laxity of honour." As early as I738 he prayed "to make use of thy Gifts to the honour of thy Name." In 1757 he repented "of the days and years passed in neglect of the duties which thou hast set before me." The next year he sought strength that he might "henceforward diligently attend to the business of [his 1 station in this world, and to all the duties which thou hast commanded." Again, in I769, he repeated this petition. Elsewhere in the prayers he reiterated similar sentiments, and more specifically related the work on the Rambler, the Dictionary, and the Lives oj the Poets (as well as preparation for special studies) to talents of which he was the steward for the benefit of his fellow men and the glory of God. Comparably in the secular writings, especially the serial essays, Johnson often implied anxiety as to whether he had successfully applied his talents to moral purpose (e.g. Adventurer, no.
137)18
The humblest man, like his friend Robert Levet, wins divine approval when he plays out his role in life:
And sure the Eternal Master found
The single talent well employ'd.
Unlike the "wicked and slothful servant" of the Biblical parable on the use of capabilities (Matt. 25. I4-30)," Levet had used his gift well, thus demonstrating his faith in life and God. But Johnson feared for himself as the errant servant, deficient in works and consequently in faith. Because he was convinced that he had been singled out to promulgate ethical and spiritual truths, he accepted his duties as a direct mandate from God. Consistent with this theory of subordination, he felt himself assigned a "station" for the fulfilment of specially directed gifts. As the hirthday prayers reveal, his being selected to carry out divine purpose imposed a need for unremitting diligence, and any failure of obligation must result in special punishment. He dreaded the spectre of his own negligence, the failure to use his talents-like the man in the parable-as he was intended to use them. When a stringent sense of religious duty is, as Johnson himself said, "habitually interwoven with the whole texture of life," then piety may be assumed to reflect the consolidation of all experiences. Such immediate influences as Johnson's Anglican training and reading must figure prominently in the shaping of his inner life. But these are only segments of his total religions outlook, which was strengthened and intensified by assimilated elements of Puritan-more specifically, Calvinist-doctrine. Many churches which rejected Calvinist theology accepted its moral structure. And Johnson, whose readings in Christian theological writings ranged widely, spoke with approval of the Puritans, "whose want of general learning," he thought, "was atoned for by their skill in the Scriptures, and the holiness of their lives." He particularly admired the writings and preachings of one of the most distinguished Puritans, the Reverend Richard Baxter. He had read Baxter at least by I750, continued to do so until the end of his life, and cited him favourably in the Rambler (no. 71). When asked to recommend specific works by the religiously practical and realistic divine, Johnson said, "Read any of them; they are all good." And when Johnson was troubled by scruples, he remembered uneasily that Baxter had been similarly affected. ,.
Among the significant respects in which Johnson's attitudes touch upon those of Baxter, these are to be emphasized: one is the characteristically Puritan horror of idleness (including such self-indulgence as excessive sleep) as a distraction from piety; the other is the dedication of personal talent to the service of God. For Baxter, as for Johnson, waste of time is a deadly sin because "God is most served and honoured by" action. Mortal existence is so short that each individual must work constantly to insure his own election to the life eternal, and unwillingness to work becomes a symptom of lack of grace, a defiance of supreme will. Anticipating Johnson, Baxter had written: "Consider .. . how sad the review of ill spent time is, and how you will wish you had spent it when it is gone." The parallel is again notable when we read Baxter's exhortation to value talent. "Especially be sure that you live not out of a calling, that is, such a stated course of employment, in which you may be best service-able to God .... and to the common good." To " refuse to be God's steward and to accept His gifts and use them for him when he requireth" is sinful. Baxter, of course, is but a representative voice of the Puritan ethic, and Johnson probably absorbed like attitudes from other early sources. For example, Calvin had frequently insisted that the individual must give an account of his stewardship.21 Of immediate pertinence here is the likelihood that Johnson assimilated the Puritan eschatology, directly or indirectly, making it vital to his religious purpose.
A conflict raged within him, causing him at times to feel that he was caught between irreconcilable forces. The powerful inner compulsion to serve was frequently balked by psychological apathy. As Mrs. Thrale was aware, his "daily terror lest he had not done enough, originated in piety, but ended in nothing less than disease. "22 He made unreasonable demands of himself, constantly fearful that if he did not do more his very salvation was endangered. He understood the irrationality of his drive, analysing in his Easter Day prayer for 1776 (April 7) the psychological dilemma with which he could not always cope: That his indolence had a deep-rooted neurotic cause, then, Johnson was amply aware, though he never attained a capacity for identifying his compulsive feelings of guilt with his irrational psychological states. Because of his morbid religious fears, he desired to do more than he could ever accomplish. Consequently, persistent dissatisfaction with the amount of work he had done aggravated his sense of inadequacy to an abnormal d~gree . 23 The result then might be the freezing-up of his creative powers-a virtual paralysis of will-which he rationalized as idleness, negligence, and the bad use of time.
There were intervals, to be sure, when he was not productive and reproached himself with cause. During other periods, however, his gnilt feelings were disproportionate to his accomplishments and his selfrecrimination was not rationally justifiable. In the year preceding the anguished birthday prayer of 1775, for instance, he had written the book-length J ourney to the Western Islands of Scotland and two substantial political tracts, The Patriot and Taxation no Tyranny, among other things. Yet he assumed blame for "time misspent in sinfulness and negligence." On Good Friday of 1779 (April 2), reviewing the past year he found "little but dismal vacuity, neitheI business nor pleasure; much intended and little done." Yet he had recently published four volumes of the Lives. Two years later (Good Friday, April 13) he noted the completion of the Lives, but with the observation that he had written in his "usual way, dilatorily and hastily, unwilling to work, and working with vigour and haste." If Johnson failed in his own estimation, his failure was far less significant than he would admit. Undoubtedly, granted another temperament, he could have done more because in his productive moments he was an exceptionally vigorous writer. But the fact remains that his turbulent conscience often nullified his power to work. In straining too hard emotionally, he accomplished, in his own view, too little. Thus, he involuntarily perpetuated a dilemma in which mental and spiritual anguish constantly aroused kept him off balance, the onc provoking the other.
Anxieties and fears such as he suffered and recorded during solemn seasons of thc year could be diminished only by self-admission or by admission to higher authority that he had failed in his duties." Only to God, the source of his obligations, could be acknowledge his sinfulness and negligence. While he could discuss with acquaintances the philosophical nature of Christian duty and expiation, he reserved his innermost states for pious contemplation. Prayer to a personal God was Johnson's way of confIrming that his life had supra-rational meaning and that there was a point at which he must separate his secular from his spiritual experiences. Prayer, to paraphrase Kierkegaard's metaphor of "the dialectic of faith" (p. 49), was Johnson's spring-board for his great leap into inftnity. In those utterly private moments when he reviewed his life, he held himself strictly accountable to the deity. Anticipating the solemn moment of his death, he did not know "whether [he] should wish to have a friend by [him] , or have it all between God and [himselfJ." Reminders of his birthday, similarly, were not only the stimuli for morbid speculations but intrusions into a secret world which existed for Johnson in relation to God. Hence, he "was content enough to escape into a house where [his] Birthday not being known could not be mentioned. "25 For Johnson, then, the ultimate temporal need was self-containment, to be aware, to have full control of his faculties. Through the composition of a prayer he exercised that control and, in the privacy of that action, reestablished his identifIcation with eternal purpose. The self-examination which prompted each praYeI was literally between God and himself
